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Field Crops Newsletter

October 3, 1999

In General:
For the last month, I have been trying to think of interesting things to say in this edition. Right now I am
probably better off to say as little as possible because when conditions are not good nothing sounds right. The truth
is however, that I think there are some things that need to be said.
Cotton:

Most of you will probably agree with me that things just did not turn out the way we had expected based on
the way the crop looked midseason. There are so many theories floating around about WHY the crop fell apart that
I hesitate to mention any of my opinions, but everywhere I go that is the first question asked.
The first thing anyone should do when trying to establish a cause-and-effect relationship about anything is
look at the parts of the problem that are easiest to recognize. A partial list of these might be as follows:
1.

The season started off reasonably well, with good growing conditions including good temperatures
with adequate moisture and sunlight.
2. The latter part of the growing period changed abruptly to extreme heat and drought.
3. Cotton varieties vary in their ability to tolerate stresses, including heat and drought.
4. Some varieties have produced better than others.
5. Some fields produced relatively well compared with others.
6. The “best” fields have not produced the best yields.
7. In some cases, less tillage resulted in higher yield.
8. Seed of “questionable” quality were sold and planted.
9. Research has documented that seed quality can influence plant development.
10. In some cases, later planting dates produced better yields.
11. Fruit retention and boll development problems are more serious in certain localities.
12. Insect pressure was light, including boll weevil since they were controlled by applications in the
eradication program.
I will probably think of more after I mail this newsletter, but this is a good start. A scenario containing all
of these factors is mind-boggling, but the simple fact is that some fields will probably not yield enough to justify
running the picker through them even though they received what we normally consider “good” management. I have
seen some areas in fields with literally NO harvestable bolls. Never in my career have I seen this kind of situation.
Your frustration is justified, but as I sit here today I cannot in good faith say with certainty which of the contributing
factors is responsible, or which set of circumstances have worked together to do this. Neither have I heard of
anyone else who has come to a precise conclusion.
The only thing we can do with what we know at this time is to make an “educated guess”. My guess is that
several factors have interacted to produce the effect we are seeing; these MAY along with others include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Heat and drought stresses
Varieties with low heat and/or drought tolerance
Variations in seed quality
Variations in available soil moisture

This is my attempt to “clear the water” just a little, and I ask that it be taken as just that. The only other
thing that I can see so far is that some of these factors are out of our control because they are part of the
environment, while others are influenced by man through the process of developing and testing varieties and through
the process of seed quality assurance. I know that many of you have a lot riding on the outcome of this situation,

and I apologize for not having more to offer. The harvest is the first order of business right now. While you are
going about it, keep up with yields and correlate them with as much other information as you can gather about the
crop. I don’t know how much value it will be to you later, but if you don’t have it I know it will be worth nothing.
Corn:

The main considerations for corn now are marketing and caring for grain stored in bins. I can’t help you a
lot with marketing except to say that the national situation in corn is not yet known since the harvest is not complete
in some major corn producing areas. You don’t have a lot to loose in waiting to see what things look like after all
the reports are in.
For corn stored in on-farm bins, keep a close check to ensure that pockets of moisture do not exist that can
start problems. Carefully check after rains to make sure you don’t have leaks. Keep in mind that when water leaks
in, you may not see it on the surface of the grain since it drains downward. Get in the bin and walk around, and feel
the grain around vents, tops, and doors. Periodically check moisture of samples taken with a probe through the door
opening and in the center of the bin, especially if the grain is still peaked up in the top of the bin; this area tends to
sweat as we have cool nights and warm days. In most cases you made good corn yields. Prices are low enough
without having to suffer grade reductions caused by damage in storage. Call if I can help.
Southwestern corn borer damage did show up in many areas as the corn matured. Some fields had
significant numbers of girdled stalks and lodging, but thanks to good weather during the harvest this did not affect
yields very much. Early planting was the way around the problem in most cases, but the few fields of Bt corn in the
area showed that this technology is very good as well. There were a few instances of charcoal rot, particularly in
sandy soils.
Soybeans:
The soybean market is showing a fairly good upward trend right now. MSU Ag Economist Dr. Tom Jones
is saying that the positive trend is caused by lower US soybean production and lower projected average yield.
Soybean yields in this area have been fairly good. SMART Program fields in this area have all yielded in
the forties and fifties, but apparently yields nationwide have not fared as well. I attribute our good yields here to
good varieties and good management. We learned last year to stay away from unproven varieties and it paid off for
us this year. The idea of planting early varieties early has proven itself again this year.
Other:

Wheat planting time will be here before very long. There has been a slight upturn in wheat prices lately,
and this might bear watching. The $2.80/bu. level we have now is still a long way from the $6 plus we saw in 1996,
or even the $4 plus we saw in 1995, but it could offer some needed cash flow in the spring.
Variety selection is a big factor in wheat production, and we have the variety tests if you need them. The
best varieties will sell first as always.
In Summary:
There is little optimism these days, but somehow someone will farm next year. They are talking about
money from Washington, but it may be too little and too late. Even if it comes, there will likely be strings attached.
We have said for a long time that things would have to get worse before they could get better; well things
have gotten worse and it’s time for them to get better.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, PhD
Area Agent/Agriculture

